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Abstract  
 
This guided research report presents the findings of a study on how conservancies 
perceive the impact of the ward committee on their participation. The research was 
conducted with the objective of gaining insight into participation in sustainable 
development in Ward 5 in Knysna Municipality. The study was qualitative and involved a 
mix of methods including interviews, a survey and documentary review. The analysis 
shows that the impact of the ward committee on participation is indirect, in that there is a 
rigid approach to participation by the municipality which focusses only on participation 
through the ward committees. A change in paradigm that will extend the participation 
space and accommodate changing media in communication is recommended. The 
research results will be shared with all the stakeholders in this particular participation 
relationship, with the view to enhancing participation in sustainable development issues 
in the ward. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
Knysna Municipality is a local government in the Western Cape Province of South Africa. It is 
located on the South Coast of South Africa and forms part of the Garden Route with a coastal 
indigenous forest, a rich fynbos kingdom and an estuary contributing to its natural appeal. The 
municipality consists of several towns with Sedgefield on the western coastal border, 
Diepwalle on the eastern coastal border and Karatara on the northern forest border. The town 
of Knysna is the seat of the local government. Ward 5 in Knysna Municipality spans a 
geographical setting that includes all of the environmental elements that contribute to the 
environmental uniqueness of the town. This research report examines participation forums in 
developmental local government for sustainable development in the aforementioned ward. 
 
1.1 Ward Committees 
 
The constitutional imperative of the South African democracy is that local government must be 
developmental, inclusive and participatory. The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa 
(the Constitution) states that one of the objects of local government is “to encourage the 
involvement of communities and community organisations in the matters of local government”. 
[Section 152(1)(e)]. 
 
Ward committees were introduced in chapter 4 of the Local Government: Municipal Systems 
Act (the Systems Act) and the object of their establishment “is to enhance participatory 
democracy in local government”. [Section 72(3)]. This is reiterated in the Guidelines for the 
Establishment of Ward Committees that was gazetted in June 2005. [Notice 965 of 2005]. 
 
1.2 Sustainable Development 
 
Stemming from the report  the United Nations Commission on Environment and Development, 
commonly referred to as the Brundtland Commission, adopted as Resolution 42/187 by the 
General Assembly of the United Nations on 11 December 1987, the South African government 
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has bound itself constitutionally, and through the enactment of legislation, to a mandate for 
sustainable development.  
 
Local government, in the form of municipalities, bear the most onerous burden of promoting 
sustainable development within the Republic. Section 24(b) of the Constitution of South Africa 
(Act 108 of 1996), affords all South African citizens the right “to have the environment 
protected for the benefit of present and future generations”. In terms of section 24(b) (iii) these 
measures must “secure ecologically sustainable development and use of natural resources 
while promoting justifiable economic and social development”. Furthermore, the White Paper 
on Local Government (1998) reiterated this mandate through the introduction of the concept of 
“developmental local government”, which is defined as: 
 
“Local government committed to working with citizens and groups within the 
community to find sustainable ways to meet their social, economic and material 
needs, and improve the quality of their lives.” [Section B, Chapter1] 
 
The Municipal Systems Act (no 32 of 2000) entrenched the sustainable development mandate 
of local government by placing a duty on municipalities in section 4(2)(d) to “strive to ensure 
that municipal services are provided to the local community in a[n]… environmentally 
sustainable manner”.   
 
Development in a manner that is sustainable is especially important in a rural context where 
there are vast tracts of land that can be used for various development activities. In contexts 
such as Knysna Municipality, the rural landscape also encompasses natural features such as 
rivers, lakes and forests, each with ecosystem components that require preservation. Various 
civic environmental protection groups and conservancies are active within the greater Knysna 
Municipal area and are particularly active in the rural areas. The bulk of Knysna’s rural 
landscape lies in Ward 5.  
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The research focussed on an assessment of the perceptions of established environmental 
groups in Ward 5 in Knysna Municipality on how public participation through the ward 
committee system impacts on them.  
 
1.3 Rationale and Background to the Study 
 
Knysna Municipality has ten wards, established in terms of the Local Government Demarcation 
Act. The Knysna Municipality Community Participation Policy mandates that municipal 
planning engagements with the broader community happen predominantly through the ward 
committee structure. The municipality has followed up their commitment to the engagement 
through ward committees by creating capacity in a dedicated public participation department 
that can facilitate community engagements through ward committees.  
 
Previous studies indicate that public participation focuses on ward committee systems as the 
main means of public engagement in municipal decision making is flawed, because ward 
committees fail to effectively include communities in decision making in most instances. [Smith 
et al, 2009; Schmidt, 2008; Piper et al, 2008]. Oldfield’s critique argues that public participation 
cannot be focussed exclusively on ward committees, but that they should be part of an 
inclusive bouquet of participatory mechanisms. She warns about the risk of excluding other 
community structures, through which communities participate on their own terms and that the 
way in which the operation of ward committees has evolved has made participation 
bureaucratic and technical and also suggest that existing organisations may be side-lined and 
warn that their inputs in municipal decision making may be excluded or diluted. [Oldfield: 492]. 
This could lead to particular discontent if municipalities respond exclusively to ward 
committees when it comes to issues of sustainable development and existing organisations 
with an environmental protection focus are disregarded.  
 
There were two particular municipal planning processes with potential environmental 
sustainability impact underway in Knysna at the time of conducting this research. The first of 
these is the Rheenendal Local Area Structure Plan (LASP). Rheenendal is a rural area 
consisting of mostly farms and a small residential settlement of state subsidised houses that is 
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situated in Ward 5. It falls outside of the Knysna “urban edge”. The urban edge marks the 
outside boundary for development in Knysna. The structure plan is aimed at developing criteria 
against which future development in the area will be measured, before it may approved by the 
Knysna council. [Land Use Planning Ordinance 1985].  
 
The second planning process that may potentially impact on environmental sustainability is the 
Knysna Integrated Strategic Development Framework (ISDF). This framework is a composite 
document that aims to integrate the Knysna Spatial Development Framework (SDF), The 
Integrated Housing Strategy, The Local Economic Development Plan, the Strategic 
Environmental Assessment, and the Various Service Infrastructure Plans. The ISDF is 
intended to develop new parameters for development for Knysna Municipality. It will determine 
the extent to which development will be allowed to take place in the municipal area, within the 
context of service demands, economic development aspirations and environmental 
constraints. [www.knysna.gov.za retrieved on 2013-09-12]. 
 
The local press and some web-based news and blog sites have reported on community 
dissatisfaction about the municipality’s approach to both of these development planning 
initiatives. [Cape Times; Knysna Plett Herald; News 24] 
 
Given the concerns referenced above and the importance that Knysna Municipality places on 
the ward committee system, it was therefore necessary to consider and assess the 
perceptions of community environmental organisations of how ward committees impact on 
their participation mechanisms to ensure that development within the municipality happens in 
an environmentally sustainable manner. This is especially important in light of the fact that 
local government decisions can impact on a number of environmental resources in Knysna 
Municipality including rivers, the Knysna estuary and various indigenous and protected coastal 
flora. Lack of adequate participation avenues may impact on decisions being made to support 
short-term, socio-economic or political goals whilst disregarding the long-term, environmental 
impact of the decisions.  
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1.4 Research Problem 
 
The Knysna Municipality Community Participation Policy identifies ward committees as a key 
participatory structure. Other public stakeholder forums include the IDP and Budget 
representative forum, where ward committees must also be represented. Public participation 
that is predominantly reliant on ward committees has been criticised in studies in other 
municipal contexts for the risk that inputs of existing community organisations are excluded or 
diluted.  
 
Ward 5 of the Knysna Municipality is situated in a vast geographical area, which incorporates a 
vast rural landscape, with large natural features such as forests, rivers, dams, with parts of it 
bordered by the ocean and Knysna estuary. There is, therefore, a specific environmental 
interest in the ward. Issues regarding environmental protection and conservation and 
sustainable development are important to people living in it.  
 
The impact of municipal planning processes such as that envisaged by the LASP in 
Rheenendal and the ISDF is often met with great resistance in the ward and this has given rise 
to the development of land conservancies in the area. These community organisations have 
been at the forefront of representing environmental and sustainability interests in the ward. 
This is a “popular space” for participation that they have claimed for themselves in the ward. 
 
The problem, therefore, arises when the government’s “provided spaces” impact on the 
“popular spaces” for participation created by these community organisations. This issue falls 
within the broad field of research of public participation in developmental local government.  
 
1.5 Research Question 
 
The research question that this study sought to answer was how these environmental groups 
in Ward 5 in Knysna Municipality perceive the impact of ward committees on their participation 
efforts on issues pertaining to sustainable development in Knysna Municipality. 
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1.6 Research Aims and Objectives 
 
The specific research aims and objectives are to: 
 
- Evaluate understanding of the roles of representative participants in the “provided space” of 
the ward committee system within Ward 5. 
- To understand how members of the selected organisations participate around sustainable 
development issues through the ward committee.  
- To explore ways of enhancing participation of these organisations through the ward 
committee. 
 
1.7 Scope and Scale of Research 
 
The research question that this study seeks to answer is how environmental groups in Ward 5 
in Knysna Municipality perceive the impact of ward committees on their participation efforts on 
issues pertaining to sustainable development in Knysna Municipality. The specific case for the 
research is stakeholder participation in Ward 5 in Knysna Municipality. The limitation of the 
research to Ward 5 is based on the following factors:  
 
- The ward is rich in diverse natural resources that can be leveraged for development. 
- There are active community organisations dedicated to ensuring that development happens 
in a sustainable manner. 
 
Ward 5 spans a sparsely populated, large geographic area with small settlements and vast 
rural land pockets. The research will focus on the experiences of participants from the 
following categories:  
 
- Ward councillor. 
- Ward representative for sustainable development. 
- Representatives from environmental community organisations in the ward.  
- Administration staff from the Public Participation department of Knysna Municipality. 
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The community organisations in the ward that specifically focus on environmental sustainability 
and that will be the subjects of this study are: 
 
- Phantom Homtini Conservancy 
- Western Heads Goukama Conservancy 
 
The research was further limited to the environmental sustainability from the perspective of 
participation in a municipal legislative context and did not extend to participation as required in 
various national environmental legislation, such as the National Environmental Management 
Act 107 of 1998 or the Environmental Conservation Act 73 of 1989, for decision making by 
national departments.  
 
1.8 Conclusion 
 
The study assesses the perceptions of civil society organisations on how public participation 
through the ward committee system impacts on them by developing a critique of the legislative 
and policy prescripts for public participation through ward committees in Knysna. The study 
probed participant experiences by looking at how participants view the role of other community 
forums vis-à-vis ward committees.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
2.1 Introduction 
 
The literature review focuses on concepts that contextualise the research. The main focus is a 
theoretical analysis of “participation” and a determination of the paradigm of participation that 
informs this research. Thereafter an analysis of the regulatory and policy prescripts relevant to 
public participation and ward committees in local government is discussed and a brief review 
of the local government mandate for sustainable development concludes the chapter. The 
literature review will consider these analyses in the light of legislation, policy documents, other 
research contributions and studies. 
 
2.2 Participation 
 
The National Policy Framework for Public Participation defines participation as follows:  
 
“[A]n open, accountable process through which individuals and groups within 
selected communities can exchange views and influence decision-making. It is 
further defined as a democratic process of engaging people, deciding, planning, 
and playing an active part in the development and operation of services that 
affect their lives.” [2007: 15]. 
 
The International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (the World Bank) defines 
participation as “a process in which stakeholders influence and share control over 
development initiatives and the decisions and the resources which affect them.” [1996: xi]. 
Similarly, other definitions for “participation” suggest that it involves a process of the public 
taking part in decision making that affect them. [Richards et al 2004; Reed 2008; Malena (Ed.) 
2009; Luyet et al 2012]. Reed identifies a series of phased approaches derived from relevant 
literature. He describes these as “awareness raising” (1960’s); “incorporating local 
perspectives in data collection and planning” (1970’s); “development of techniques that 
recognised local knowledge” (1980’s); “using participation as a norm in the sustainable 
development agenda” (1990’s); and finally “consensus over best practice”. [2008: 2418]. He 
further defines typologies that have been developed in order to understand the circumstances 
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within which particular approaches will be most appropriate, distinguishing between those 
focussing on the theoretical basis for participation and those describing the extent of public 
engagement. [2008: 2419]. He distinguishes between a normative approach, denoting a focus 
on the process of participation, and a pragmatic one that focusses on participation as a means 
to an end. [2008: 2419-2420].  
 
Most typologies and approaches have been predominantly influenced by Arnstein’s “ladder of 
participation”. [1969: 217]. Her typology depicts eight levels of participation as hierarchical 
rungs on a ladder; and, starting at “manipulation”, illustrates ascension of power through 
nonparticipation and tokenism to citizen power, with “citizen control” as the top rung of the 
ladder. [Arnstein 1969]. This is diagrammatically depicted as follows: 
 
   
8             
    
 
7    Citizen Power 
 
 
6    
 
 
5    
 
 
4     Tokenism 
    
 
3    
 
 
2    
            Nonparticipation  
      
1    
 
 
Figure 1: Ladder of Citizen Participation [Arnstein, 1969:217] 
Delegate Power 
Manipulation 
Therapy 
Informing 
Consultation 
Placation 
Partnership 
Citizen Control
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Arnstein’s work has been considered as foundational to subsequent approaches to public 
participation and other interpretations focus on what she describes as “citizen power” that is 
constituted by the top three rungs of her ladder, namely “partnership”, “delegated power” and 
“citizen control”, as well as components of her “tokenism”, namely, “informing” and 
“consultation”. Creighton’s typology, for example, proposes a participation continuum of 
“informing the public”, “listening to the public”, “engaging with the public in problem solving”, 
and “developing agreements with the public” to illustrate this. [2005:8]. Creighton’s continuum 
also seems to encompass the theoretical aims of government engagement with citizens in a 
municipal context that it seeks to achieve through processes such as community based 
planning and the ward committee system. [National Policy Framework for Public Participation 
2007; Ward Committee Resource Book 2005]. 
 
Arnstein’s foundational work, however, seems limited to describe participation experiences in 
practice. The main critique for Arnstein’s continuum is that it is power focussed, rather than 
process focussed. [Collins, et al. 2006; Reed 2008]. The power orientation of Arnstein’s ladder 
description, applied to citizen participation in governance decision making, suggests that 
power and control vests in government and that it is either taken away or ceded. It also 
suggests that there is an aspiration by the public to take control from the government, rather 
than to share with government in decision making. This could also be interpreted to suggest 
that participation takes place in an adversarial context, where one party in the relationship 
loses and the other one wins. Arnstein, herself, recognises this adversarial power construct in 
participation relationships and refers to “power holders” and “have-nots”. She states that “[t]he 
ladder juxtaposes powerless citizens with the powerful in order to highlight the fundamental 
divisions between them.” [1969: 218]. Even in circumstances where parties in the participation 
relationship are not in agreement, this is not ideal, because a preferred outcome of a process 
could be a “win-win". On the adversarial nature of the stakeholder relationship when it comes 
to issues of governance, Malena states that “[w]e often refer broadly to state or government 
stakeholders on the one hand and civil society stakeholders on the other… owned by either 
civil society or government actors with varying levels of success in reaching out to or getting 
buy-in from the other side.” [2009: 12]. 
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A further criticism of Arnstein’s ladder continuum from researchers such as Collins, et al. is that 
its linear hierarchical nature does not accommodate the complexity of participation in practice, 
which may involve various intertwined relationships and communication and information 
feedback loops. [2006: 5]. In order to encompass the dynamic interactions and connections 
between the various role players in participation relationships, researchers propose different 
paradigms such as “social learning” [Collins, et al 2006] and “communities of practice” 
[Wenger, et al 2002]. These typologies seem to be better suited to contextualise participation 
for environmental and sustainable development issues and will influence the analysis of the 
research data. 
 
Social learning is applied to situations that require improvements to be brought about through 
collaborative action that arises from changes in behaviour that stem from strategic reasoning 
based on what we know from an issue. [Collins, et. Al.: 8 – 9]. Collins, et al. suggest that social 
learning as a policy paradigm is particularly applicable to issues arising from sustainability 
management, as such issues are complex and often “messy”. [2006: 8]. They propose that the 
complexities arising from sustainability issues such as water catchments renders the ladder 
illustration inadequate to describe the nature of participation and they illustrate the concept of 
participation as “social learning” through a diagram of connected spheres as follows: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: Conceptual framing of Social Learning. [Collins, 2006: 11] 
 
Even though this conceptual framing appears to be similar to the progressive hierarchy in 
Arnstein’s illustration, the spheres depict a maturing of the participation relationship, where 
        
 
 
               Social  
          Learning 
 
 
           Participation 
   
     Consultation Information 
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each sphere encompasses some aspects of the others. The common point of origin of the 
spheres depicts the issue from which knowledge and learning stem. [Collins, et. Al. 2006] 
 
Wenger, et al.’s “communities of practice” require constant interaction between participation 
role players in order to master particularly difficult “knowledge challenges”. Specifically, they 
define communities of practice as “groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, 
or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by 
interacting on an on-going basis.” [2002: 4]. 
 
Richards, et al. also recognise the need for participatory best practices for the complexity of 
environmental management. They suggest that:  
 
“Most environmental problems are complex, uncertain, extend over large spatial 
and temporal scales and may be irreversible. Therefore, environmental decision-
making should be informed by a plurality of perspectives, be able to respond to 
changing circumstances and encourage civic responsibility and individual 
behavioural change.” [2004: 4] 
 
Such best practices include that participants require there to be “something beyond just 
information sharing or consultation” in order to experience “influence” or “shared control” over 
an issue. [Malena: 9]. How this is achievable in practice will be influenced by how stakeholders 
perceive their roles vis-à-vis each other, how they view their respective roles vis-à-vis the 
environmental issue as well as the nature of the participation “space”. 
 
The Ward Committee Resource Book recognises a distinction between two types of spaces for 
public participation. In a submission from the Good Governance Learning Network made to the 
DPLG, they identified these as either “provided spaces”, where government provided 
opportunities for participation, or “popular spaces”, where communities came together of their 
own accord. [2005: 12]. “Provided spaces” are also referred to as “invited spaces” and “popular 
spaces” are sometimes referred to as “created spaces”. 
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The development of policies, processes and laws to regulate participation are characteristic of 
“provided spaces”. The legal and policy framework discussed in this chapter illustrates this 
opening up of “provided spaces” for public participation in local government. Participation 
taking place in the “provided spaces” context is generally known as “structured participation”, 
or “participation by invitation”. [Ward Committee Resource Book: 12]. Buccus, et al. conclude 
that experiences in South Africa have shown that, even though government has introduced 
institutions and mechanisms to facilitate citizen participation in governance affairs, it is at the 
grace of the state and mostly “ceremonial, on the periphery of core decision-making 
processes, and without bearing on the urgent issues of the moment”. They further assert that, 
although it shows compliance with regulatory provisions on the part of government, citizen 
influence is limited and contextualized by government prescripts. [2011: 380 – 386].  
 
“Popular spaces” may occur in organised civil society forums, such as interest groups or 
associations. [Ward Committee Resource Book: 12]. In environmental sustainability situations 
participants in these places are often seen by government decision makers as adversarial 
stakeholders. The forums and mechanisms through which the environmental groups in Ward 5 
participate are examples of “created spaces”. In contrast to this, the ward committee can thus 
be seen as an “invited space”. The research in essence looks at how the former impacts on 
the latter in the light of the municipality’s recognition of ward committees as their formal 
“platform for engagement.” 
 
2.3 Regulatory and Policy Context of Ward Committees 
 
The Constitution of South Africa 1996 (The Constitution), the Municipal Structures Act, Act 117 
of 1998 (Structures Act), the Municipal Systems Act, Act 32 of 2000 (Systems Act) and the 
Department of Provincial and Local Government Guidelines for the Establishment and 
Operation of Municipal Ward Committees that were gazetted in June 2005 (Notice 965 of 
2005) contextualise the establishment of ward committees and what their legislative role is in 
local government planning and decision making.  
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The constitutional imperative of the South African democracy is that local government must be 
developmental, inclusive and participatory. It establishes a participatory democracy by 
mandating local government to include local communities and community structures in the 
affairs of local government. [Sections 59, 72 and 118]. The Constitution states that one of the 
objects of local government is “to encourage the involvement of communities and community 
organisations in the matters of local government”. [Section 152(1)(e)]. It is thus clear that the 
legislature views public participation as a fundamental part of a participatory democracy.  
 
The Systems Act requires the municipality to facilitate public participation in the planning of the 
Integrated Development Plan (IDP), the budget, the municipality’s performance monitoring and 
management systems and in strategic decision making in the delivery of services. [Section 
16(1)(a)(i)-(v)]. It further mandates municipalities to contribute to stakeholder capacity building 
and to budget accordingly in order to develop a culture of community participation. [Section 
16(1)(b)-(c)]. The Systems Act also explains the criteria for all mechanisms processes and 
procedures for public participation. [Section 17]. 
 
Over the years various other legislative instruments have also been developed that also 
stipulate stringent criteria for stakeholder consultation in respect of environmental 
management and sustainable land use planning and decision making. These include the 
National Environmental Management Act (Act 107 of 1998), The Environmental Conservation 
Act (Act 73 of 1989) and most recently the Spatial Planning and Land Use Management Act 
(Act 16 of 2013). With regards to these aspects of the study, the research will look only at the 
environmental sustainability from the perspective of participation in a municipal legislative 
context and will not extend to participation as required in these legislative documents for 
decision making by national departments.  
 
Ward committees were introduced in part 4 of chapter 4 of the Structures Act and the object of 
their establishment “is to enhance participatory democracy in local government”. [Section 
72(3)]. The Structures Act determines the composition, election, framework, powers and 
functions of ward committees. It limits ward committees to ten members and provides that the 
ward councillor must chair the committee. [Sections 73-74]. It confers no decision making 
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powers on ward committees, but gives ward committees an advisory status. In this regard 
section 74(a) of the Structures Act provides that “A ward committee may make 
recommendations on any matter affecting its ward (i) to the ward councillor; or (ii) through the 
ward councillor to the metro or council, or the executive committee, the executive mayor or the 
relevant metro sub-council.” 
 
Notice 965 of 2005 confirms the importance of the roles of ward committees in central 
municipal process such as the IDP, the budget and performance monitoring of the municipality 
and expounds on their public participation role in the following ways: 
 
- Consistent with the prescripts of the Structures act, it reiterates the advisory nature of the 
roles of ward committees. [Section 4(1); Section 5(1)]. 
- It confirms the status of ward committees as communication conduits between the 
municipality and the local community, community forums and community organisations. 
[Section 3(b)(vi); DPLG Guidelines 2005: 35]. 
 
Various researchers and academics have critiqued the status quo that has resulted from the 
regulatory developments around ward committees. Firstly, it has been observed that the ward 
committee system is regulation driven and that it is removed from popular control, making it an 
ineffective compliance process. [Oldfield: 492]. While it may be argued that the intention of the 
prescriptive policy context for ward committees may have been to ensure that municipalities 
engage in participation, the effect of the prescripts are that it manipulates the outcome of 
participation by controlling the environment in which participation happens. Buccus, et al. 
conclude, in agreement with the above, that “[c]ynical questions have been raised about public 
participation mechanisms being convened by the state, in full knowledge that key decisions 
have already been made and participatory processes used purely to observe the letter of the 
law and prevent any legal challenge.” [2011: 381]. 
 
Secondly, public participation that is predominantly reliant on ward committees have been 
criticised in studies in other municipal contexts for the risk that inputs of existing community 
organisations are excluded or diluted. [Piper and Deacon 2008; Smith and De Visser 2009]. 
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The Knysna Municipality’s Draft Community Participation Policy identifies ward committees as 
the key participatory structure in the municipality. Other public stakeholder forums are ad hoc 
and include the IDP and Budget representative forum that is established when the five-year 
IDP is being developed and where ward committees must also be represented. IDP 
prioritisation in the Knysna IDP is illustrative of how this does not guarantee that all community 
inputs will be taken into consideration. The IDP indicates that consultation on the prioritisation 
of issues within the various wards was done by the ward committees as part of a community 
based planning process. There is, however, no indication in the IDP of how the reliability of the 
inputs of the ward committee was tested and how its mandates were verified. In Ward 5, for 
example, even though environmental management was recognised as a key concern, it is not 
contained in the list of the ward priorities. [IDP: 49-50]. In fact, Schmidt takes this critique 
further by suggesting that “they have crowded out many more appropriate and effective forms 
of participation” through decentralised local forums and associations such as rate-payers and 
environmental stakeholder forums that have a specific focus and real interest in the outcome of 
decisions. [2008: 2]. Similarly, Piper & Deacon critiques that Notice 965 gives ward committees 
“a near-exclusive claim to legitimacy” through section 5(3)(a) which states that it is the duty of 
the ward committee “to serve as an official, specialised, participatory structure in the 
municipality.” [2008: 66].  
 
Coelho concludes that such studies highlight the dichotomous relationship between 
government and citizen participants; they show the excessive power of government agents; 
they recognise the propensity toward party-polarised nuances of civic participants; they 
emphasise the adversarial relationship between stakeholders; particularly in complex 
environmental contexts; and they show that non-transparent mechanisms are used for 
structuring decision making. [2011: 339]. 
 
Researchers also hold that participation is a cornerstone of development planning, because it 
can enhance the transformation that is required to eliminate the legacies of inequality and 
poverty that remain as a result of South Africa’s apartheid past. [Friedman 2006; Winkler 
2011]. Friedman states that participatory democracy “broadens and deepens democracy by 
expanding the range of citizens engaged in making or influencing government decisions.” 
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[2006: 4]. The policy basis for South African local government legislation emphasised this 
notion of citizen involvement in planning in order to ensure that the state will meet its 
obligations to enable community building and poverty alleviation. [Winkler 2011].  
 
2.4 Municipal Mandate for Sustainable Development 
 
Stemming from the report from the United Nations Commission on Environment and 
Development, commonly referred to as the Brundtland Commission, adopted as Resolution 
42/187 by the General Assembly of the United Nations on 11 December 1987, the South 
African government has bound itself constitutionally and through the enactment of legislation to 
a mandate for sustainable development. The report of the Brundtland Commission which was 
adopted as Resolution 42/187 by the General Assembly of the United Nations on 11 
December 1987 first defined the concept of sustainable development as the “management of 
resources used, so that we will meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their own needs”. [Resolution 42/187: 1]. 
 
Local government, in the form of municipalities, bear the most onerous burden of promoting 
sustainable development and fulfilling the international obligations of the Republic in that 
regard. Section 24(b) of the Constitution of South Africa (Act 108 of 1996) affords all South 
African citizens the right “to have the environment protected for the benefit of present and 
future generations”. In terms of section 24(b) (iii) these measures must “secure ecologically 
sustainable development and use of natural resources while promoting justifiable economic 
and social development”. Furthermore, the White Paper on Local Government (1998) 
reiterated this mandate through the introduction of the concept of “developmental local 
government”, which is defined as: 
 
“Local government committed to working with citizens and groups within the community to find 
sustainable ways to meet their social, economic and material needs, and improve the quality of 
their lives.” [Section B, Chapter1] 
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The Municipal Systems Act (no 32 of 2000) entrenched the sustainable development mandate 
of local government by placing a duty on municipalities in section 4(2)(d) to “strive to ensure 
that municipal services are provided to the local community in a[n]… environmentally 
sustainable manner”.   
 
Development in a manner that is sustainable is especially important in a rural context where 
there are vast tracts of land that can be used for various development activities. In contexts 
such as Knysna Municipality, the rural landscape also encompasses natural features such as 
rivers, lakes and forests, each with ecosystem components that require preservation. Various 
civic environmental protection groups and conservancies are active in the greater Knysna 
Municipal area and are particularly active in the rural areas. The bulk of Knysna’s rural 
landscape lies in Ward 5.  
 
2.5 Conclusion 
 
The review of the literature shows that the involvement of citizens in decision making will 
facilitate the government in exercising its constitutional mandate in dealing with the complexity 
of sustainable development and environmental issues. [Richards, et al. 2004; Wenger, et al. 
2002; Collins, et al. 2006; Malena 2009]. It also shows that community participation is 
facilitated at local government level and that in South Africa this happens through the created 
space of ward committees. [DPLG Guidelines 2005: 35]. Malena purports that participation by 
citizens is, in fact, best achieved at local level. [2009: 10]. The review of the literature also 
suggests that, in order to realise the beneficial outcomes of participation in sustainable 
development, an appropriate typology should be based in “social learning” and “communities 
of practice”. [Wenger 2002; Collins 2006].  
 
The approach to the research will, therefore, be from the perspective of understanding 
participation by interest groups in “claimed spaces”.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
3.1 Introduction 
 
This section explains the research design, the research process and the choice of specific 
methods for data collection and analysis. For the purposes of this study the definition of 
participation is informed by “social learning” and “communities of practice” typologies. [Wenger 
2002; Collins 2006]. With regards to the sustainable development aspect of the study, the 
research will look only at the experiences of participants in environmental sustainability issues 
in a municipal legislative context and will not extend to participation as required in various 
national environmental legislation for decision making by national departments.  
 
3.2 Research Question 
 
The research question that this study seeks to answer is how environmental groups in Ward 5 
in Knysna Municipality perceive the impact of ward committees on their participation efforts on 
issues pertaining to sustainable development in Knysna Municipality. This issue falls within the 
broad field of research of public participation in developmental local government. The specific 
case for the research is stakeholder participation in Ward 5 in Knysna Municipality. The 
limitation of the research to Ward 5 is based on the following factors:  
 
- The ward is rich in diverse natural resources that can be leveraged for development. 
- There are dedicated community organisations working for sustainable development. 
- There is an active ward committee in the ward. 
 
Ward 5 spans a sparsely populated, large geographic area with small settlements and vast 
rural land pockets.  
 
3.3 Research Population 
 
The research intended to focus on the experiences of participants from the following 
categories:  
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- Ward councillor. 
- Ward representative for sustainable development. 
- Representatives from environmental community organisations in the ward.  
 
This focus had to be adjusted, because the person representing environmental and 
sustainable development interests on the ward committee was too frail to participate in the 
research and subsequently passed away during the course of the study. 
 
The justification for the selection of the community organisations in the ward to participate in 
the study is that the assertion is made in the findings of other studies on ward committees that 
some existing community voices are lost or excluded, as a result of a reliance on the ward 
committee system. [Smith et al, 2009; Schmidt, 2008; Piper et al, 2008]. The organisations that 
specifically focus on environmental sustainability and that were the subjects of this study are: 
 
- Phantom Homtini Nature Conservancy (PHNC) 
- Western Heads Goukama Conservancy (WHGC) 
 
The WHGC was founded in 2005 and the PHNC was founded in 2009. [Information obtained 
through enquiries from the secretaries of the respected constituencies]. Both of these 
organisations are conservancies registered with CapeNature, a public entity Governed by the 
Western Cape Nature Conservation Board Act 15 of 1998. CapeNature is responsible, inter 
alia, to promote and ensure environmental conservation in the Western Cape. 
[www.capenature.co.za retrieved on 2013-09-12]. A conservancy is a voluntary platform for 
communities of land owners and other land users for the management and conservation of the 
environment on private property in an area. [www.capenature.co.za retrieved on 2013-09-12]. 
The co-operative nature of conservancies implies that there should be close interaction with 
authorities in matters pertaining to environmental conservation and sustainable development. 
 
3.4 Data Collection 
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The type of research that was undertaken is qualitative and investigated the opinions and 
attitudes of the role players in public participation through ward committees in Ward 5 in 
Knysna Municipality. A mix of methods, including observation, interviews, assessment of 
resources, and surveys were used to collect data.  
 
The nature of the study is standard political sociology where surveys and interviews were 
used. Research data was sourced from existing documents and policies as well as from 
records of interviews and observations made by the researcher.  
 
The data collection started with a nomothetic enquiry into the regulations and policy 
documents in terms of which ward committees operate. This enquiry involved the surveying of 
policy, legislative sources, journal articles, books, research reports and internet sources. This 
data explained the context within which the ward committee operates and how the ward 
committee system is intended to affect participation of community environmental organisations 
in the municipality. The key regulations and policy documents that were considered for 
analysis were: 
 
- The Constitution of South Africa 1996 
- Municipal Systems Act, Act 32 of 2000 
- Knysna Municipality Community Participation Policy 
- Constitution for Ward Committees of the Knysna Municipality 
- Western Cape Government Local Government Ward Operational Plan Template 
 
This was complemented by the construction of a survey as well as semi-structured interview 
questions for participants that was be used in an idiographic enquiry into the experiences of 
participation in local government decisions and issues that may impact on environmental 
sustainability. A copy of the survey questionnaire is attached as “Appendix 2” and a copy of the 
interview questions is attached as “Appendix 3”. 
 
The survey questionnaire was tested for validity by testing it on two test subjects as if they 
were members of the participant groups and their feedback was used to rephrase some of the 
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survey questions. Microsoft Excel was used to capture the survey data. The survey 
questionnaire was distributed to members of the two community environmental organisations 
to ascertain their perceptions of how their participation in issues around environmental 
sustainability in their ward is affected by ward committees. Survey forms were distributed on 
behalf of the researcher by the chairperson of the WHGC and the secretary of the PHNC and 
returned to the researcher directly. Surveys were done anonymously, but for purposes of 
analysis, participants were asked to identify where they live. The focus of the survey is on the 
attitudes and behaviour of participants. The survey population was limited to membership of 
the two active conservancies and convenience sampling was used to survey members of each 
representative group. The participants were selected by the chairperson or secretary of the 
respective conservancies, based on the members that could be conveniently reached. The 
WHGC has 14 members and the survey was distributed to all the members. Three completed 
surveys and two empty surveys were returned, with those members providing general critique 
that there was no participation on which to comment. The PHNC has 55 members and the 
survey was distributed to 20 members, which constituted a representative sample of 40% of 
the members of the conservancy. Seven completed surveys were returned.   
 
Semi-structured key informant interviews focussed on questions about the perceptions and 
behaviour of key representative role players in community participation in the ward. The 
reason for choosing to conduct semi-structured interviews is that questions could be replicated 
and the standardisation of some of the questions could increase the reliability of the data, but 
there was still a degree of flexibility to allow room for additional enquiry based on the 
responses received or for exploring a different direction of enquiry depending on who was 
being interviewed. The interviews were conducted with the ward councillor on 4 October, 2013 
and with the chairpersons from the conservancies in the ward on 17 October, 2013. A 
questionnaire was used for the interviews and the interviews were electronically recorded and 
transcribed by the researcher. The interview with the ward councillor was conducted in 
Afrikaans and the transcription was translated into English for purposes of analysis. 
 
Both the survey and the interview questionnaire were constructed to contain questions to 
evaluate participant understanding of the representative roles in the ward committee, to 
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understand how participation is impacted by the ward committee, and to explore how 
participation through the ward committee can be enhanced. 
 
Less formal enquiries were also made to various officials in the Public Participation department 
in Knysna Municipality on general information about ward committee processes. The 
researcher also documented observations made during the course of the study. 
 
3.5 Data interpretation 
 
The methods that were applied to the interpretation of the data included coding and memoing. 
Coding was used to categorise the data obtained from the semi-structured interviews with key 
informants and to describe the implications and details of the categories. The process started 
with open coding to develop some initial categories and moved systematically to more 
selective coding of the core concepts.  Memoing was used by the researcher by way of a 
recording of thoughts and ideas that evolved throughout the study. This also started with broad 
notes or comments and moved to a focus on the core concepts as more data emerged. Excel 
spread sheets and graphs were used to analyse and present the survey questionnaire data. 
 
3.6 Data Analysis 
 
Thematic analysis was employed by allowing themes to emerge from the data and by 
analysing the data as it was collected and measured against the research literature in order to 
help to explain emerging themes. Recurring ideas and phrases in the interview responses 
were listed and categorised into broader themes as they related to each other and these 
themes and categories were compared with each other. Microsoft Excel was also used in the 
analysis of the survey data. 
 
3.7 Validation 
 
The data was validated through written or digital recordings of conversations and keeping a 
record of learning, reflections and research observation notes. The fairness and accuracy of 
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the analysis was able to be ascertained through overlapping methods as well as from the 
written and digital recordings of feedback from participants. Validation was also done through 
methodological triangulation. 
 
3.8 Ethical considerations 
 
In the light of the fact that the researcher is in the employ of Knysna Municipality, formal 
approval was sought, by way of a staff memorandum, to conduct interviews with the ward 
councillor. The memorandum is attached as “Addendum 1” to the research report. Secondly, 
formal permission for access to municipal information, such as ward committee minutes, was 
obtained through an application for access to a public body record in terms of section 18(1) of 
the Promotion of Access to Information Act, Act 2 of 2000. A copy of this permission is 
attached as “Addendum 2” to this research report. 
 
3.9 Budget 
 
The study required no external funding and any incidental expenses were for the researcher’s 
own account. This budget was limited to stationery, printing, telecoms and transport. 
 
3.10 Conclusion 
 
The next chapter contains an outline of the findings and outcomes derived from this research 
design and process, and presents and analyses the data that has been collected. 
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Chapter 4: Research Findings 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter provides answers to the research questions identified in the first chapter. It 
outlines how the ward committee impacts on how the existing community organisations 
participate around sustainability issues. An analysis of documents, a survey questionnaire and 
semi structured interviews were used to answer the questions that addressed the research 
aims and objectives. These are: 
 
- To evaluate the understanding of the roles of representative participants in the “provided 
space” of the ward committee system within Ward 5. 
- To understand how members of the selected organisations participate around sustainable 
development issues through the ward committee.  
- To explore ways of enhancing participation of these organisations through the ward 
committee. 
 
The research results show that while the municipal policies ascribe importance to participation 
through ward committees, the community participants do not understand how they are 
represented in the ward committee and there are no participation relationships between the 
ward committee and the two conservancies. 
 
4.2 Understanding of Representative Roles in the Ward Committee 
 
Three out of five survey questions as well as the first four out of eight interview questions 
posed to the respective participants were aimed at establishing their understandings of the 
representative roles in the ward committee. Interview questions were designed to learn 
whether stakeholders understand their respective roles in facilitating public participation 
through the ward committee. 
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4.2.1 Awareness of Representative Forums 
 
An evaluation of the understanding of the roles that the various parties play in the ward 
committee system within their ward show that there is a lack of awareness or knowledge 
among participants of how they are represented on the municipality’s “created” structures. 
Neither of the conservancy chairpersons has met the ward councillor, despite the fact that she 
has been in office since 2011, and they have each been the chairpersons of their respective 
conservancies for more than a year. Three out of the ten respondents knew who represented 
their conservancy’s environmental interests in the ward committee. The Municipal Ward 
Operational Plan Template for the municipality indicate that the activities ward committees 
must engage in include, “to make ward committee members and their roles known to the 
communities”, to “table issues emanating from sector/ interest group meetings”, and “to give 
feedback to sectors after the committee meetings”. [2013: 2, 4]. The research data suggests 
that efforts from the side of the municipality to promote and support the ward committee as a 
representative forum are unsuccessful. 
 
4.2.2 Participation Relationships 
 
The data show that there is no relationship between the ward committee and conservancies. 
The ward committee had ten members as allowed by the Structures Act. [Section 73(2)(b)]. 
The vacancy for the environmental and sustainable development sector representative has not 
yet been filled. The following table shows how the remaining sectors are represented:  
 
Sector Representation Gender Age 
Agriculture Male 63 
Welfare Female 40 
Education Female 67 
Sport Male 44 
Community Safety Female 49 
Health Female 26 
Youth Female 42 
  Female 42 
Senior Citizens Female 48 
 
Table 1: Sector Representation for Ward 5 [Knysna Municipality Ward Committee Audit 2012: Part C] 
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The table shows that one member represents an unspecified sector. Part 3 (2) of the 
Constitution for Ward Committees in Knysna Municipality provides that the Municipal Manager, 
or the responsible official, must facilitate consultative meetings with sectors and interest 
groups in the ward and must, in conjunction with the Speaker of the Council and the Ward 
Councillor, determine sector representation on the ward committee. Given the fact that 
research participants, in particular the respective conservancy chairpersons, indicate that there 
is no participation relationship with the ward committee, it is unlikely that such a process was 
followed in the establishment of the ward committee and it is therefore possible that sector and 
interest group representation may be flawed. The filling of the vacancy for the environment and 
sustainable development sector provides an opportunity for this process to be implemented in 
order to ensure meaningful participation and improved communication on issues with this 
sector. The ways in which respondents currently communicate about environmental 
sustainability issues with the municipality is summarised in the chart below: 
 
  
Chart 1: Respondents’ communication means 
 
Respondents indicated a lack of trust in the municipality’s communication processes and a 
lack of belief in the transparency of the municipality. Some respondents communicated a 
preference to deal within their conservancy around environmental and sustainable 
development issues, rather than dealing with the municipality. One of the respondents referred 
to municipal responses to issues as “a whitewash and a complete waste of time”.  
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4.2.3 Role of the Ward Councillor 
 
The ward councillor expressed sincerity for wanting to foster a closer relationship with all 
community organisations. She also identified the need for mutual support and cooperation 
between stakeholders. The responses of both chairpersons in the interviews, as well as 
several of the questionnaires, show that the respondents consider the role of the ward 
councillor to be pivotal in enhancing communication between their organisations and the 
municipality. Their perception, however, is that there is no evidence of this being achieved at 
present. Once again, this acknowledgement of the need for a relationship that is about more 
than information sharing and involves a shared concern and responsibility over an issue is 
consistent with a “communities of practice” approach, suggesting that social learning is an 
appropriate participation paradigm for environmental stakeholders in Ward 5. [Malena 2009; 
Wenger, at al. 2002; Collins, et al. 2006]. 
 
4.2.4 Role of the Ward Committee 
 
The ward councillor and the chairpersons agree that the role of the ward committee is to assist 
the ward councillor in facilitating participation in the ward. The ward councillor expressed an 
understanding of her own limitations to include all the stakeholders in the affairs of the ward 
without the assistance of the ward committee. The chairpersons were unaware of how the 
ward committee operates and fulfils this role at present. The ward councillor admitted to having 
a good working relationship with the person representing environmental sustainability issues 
on the ward committee, but indicated that there is room for increased involvement from ward 
committee members in facilitating participation. It should be noted that the chairperson of 
PHNC indicated the environmental sustainability representative on the ward committee was a 
member of their conservancy, but that none of their members were aware of this at the time. 
He indicated that this raises doubt about the extent of his participation. 
4.3 Ward Committee Impact on Participation  
 
Three survey questions and three interview questions inform an understanding of how 
participation is impacted by the ward committee. Primary source documents in the form of 
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ward committee meeting minutes provide additional insight about how the ward committee 
impacts on participation. The limited knowledge and poor attendance of meetings among 
respondents, considered with the earlier conclusions about the lack of awareness of 
representation on the ward committee, indicate that there is a hindrance to participation for the 
conservancies. The findings that address this research question suggest that this is a negative 
impact that ward committees have on participation, as a result of the fact that municipal focus 
for participation is on ward committees. 
4.3.1 Specific Sustainable Development Issues Affecting Ward 5 
 
Interview questions were designed to ascertain the types of environmental sustainability issues 
that are prevalent in the ward, in order to determine how they are dealt with in the ward 
committee. 
 
The chairpersons of the conservancies and the ward councillor agree that one of the biggest 
environmental concerns that they currently face in the area is that invasive alien trees are 
damaging the ecosystem. The conservancy chairpersons also agree that planned housing and 
other infrastructure developments, which they deem to be an inevitable consequence of the 
LASP and ISDF, threaten the environment and heritage of the ward. The biggest concern that 
participants have expressed about these processes is that they deem their interests to be 
threatened by the fact that one of the biggest property developers in Knysna has been 
appointed as the professional consultant to manage both of these processes on the 
municipality’s behalf. They fear that this situation will result in their inputs having no 
consequence. They indicated that these concerns have been disregarded and improperly 
addressed by the municipality. The PHNC chairperson indicated that an ad hoc stakeholder 
forum for the LASP had been established by the consultant and that the conservancy is 
represented there. He indicated that they have provided input into the process, but that the 
extent to which their inputs have been incorporated would only be able to be evaluated once a 
draft plan has been produced. In respect of the ISDF, some of the participants have also 
indicated that they have attended public information sessions, but that there was limited 
opportunity for them to provide inputs. 
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The Ward Councillor did not commit herself to any outcomes for these processes, as public 
participation is still under way. She indicated that she hoped that the outcomes of these 
processes would contribute to job creation to address unemployment in the ward. She also 
indicated that she would like to find means to engage more closely with the conservancies 
around these planning initiatives. 
 
4.3.2 How Sustainability Issues are dealt with in Ward Committee Meetings 
 
The available ward committee minutes for the past year were scrutinised to gauge the extent 
and nature of discussions in the ward committee on sustainable development issues including, 
but not limited to, the LASP and the ISDF.   
 
The only ward committee minutes that could be accessed from the municipality’s records were 
for 6 August 2013, 23 August 2013, 19 September 2013 and 30 September 2013. The 
meetings held on 6 August 2013 and 19 September 2013 were special ward committee 
meetings. Neither of these had issues pertaining to the environment or sustainable 
development on their agendas. The minutes for both of the ordinary meetings of the ward 
committees show that there was one on-going sustainable development related issue that 
presented on the ward committee agenda as a report from the ward councillor. The issue was 
that a local land owner wanted to evict small farmers from land that was given to them for 
agricultural activities. [Minutes of Ward Committee meetings held on 23 August 2013 and 30 
September 2013]. According to the minutes of the meeting held on 27 August 2013, it was 
decided that the ward councillor would follow up on this issue. In the meeting of 30 September 
2013 the councillor reported back that the eviction process was stopped. The ward committee 
representative for Environmental Sustainability tendered apologies for both the meetings. 
[Minutes of Ward Committee meetings held on 23 August 2013 and 30 September 2013]. 
 
In general, the meeting minutes depict that the nature of the meetings are that constituents 
elevate ad hoc service delivery issues to the ward councillor to assist in bringing these to the 
attention of the municipal administration or other applicable authority. The minutes do not 
depict that input is sought from the ward committee on strategic developmental issues 
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requiring Council decision making.  Although the LASP and the ISDF were in process at the 
time of these meetings, they were not part of any of the meeting agendas. This could imply 
either that the ward committee does not engage in discussions around strategic issues to 
influence decision making or that there were no issues to present before the committee for 
discussion. The latter scenario is inconsistent with the situation depicted in the press where 
members of the conservancies in the ward are concerned about the impact of municipal 
planning initiatives in the ward. [Cape Times; Knysna Plett Herald; News 24]. The data 
collected through the surveys and semi-structured interviews also render the latter scenario 
improbable. 
 
4.3.3 Participant Knowledge and Attendance of Ward Committee Meetings 
 
Knysna Municipality’s Draft Community Participation Policy requires that the Ward Councillor 
must hold both Ward Committee meetings and Community Meetings to provide feedback and 
gain inputs on issues that affect the ward. The following table shows the number of public 
meetings that were held in the ward during 2013: 
 
Meeting Date Meeting Venue 
07 February 2013 Rheenendal Community Hall 
24 April 2013  Rheenendal Community Hall 
25 April 2013  Brenton Hall 
01 July 2013 Rheenendal Community Hall 
08 October 2013  Buffalo Bay Church Hall 
08 October 2013 Rheenendal Community Hall 
26 September 2013  Belvidere Church hall 
26 September 2013  Brenton Hall 
 
Table 2: Public meetings held in Ward 5 in 2013 
 
Because of the geographic span of Ward 5, meetings covering the same issues are sometimes 
held in two locations within the ward either on consecutive days, or on the same day if so 
required. In Table 2 this applies to the meetings held on 24 and 25 April, as well as those held 
on 26 September and 8 October. 
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The following charts represent respondent experiences in respect of their knowledge of how 
frequently meetings were held in the past year in their ward, as well as the frequency with 
which respondents have attended meetings that were held in their ward during the past year.  
 
 
Chart 2: Respondent perception of frequency with which meetings are held in the ward 
 
  
Chart 3: Frequency with which respondents attended meetings in the ward 
 
Respondent awareness and attendance of meetings compare poorly to the number of 
meetings that were actually held in the ward that they could have attended. There were too few 
participant responses to provide conclusive findings on whether the communities that they 
represent are adequately informed of when meetings happen in their ward, or on the rate at 
which meetings are attended. This, nevertheless, indicates that communication, at least about 
ward meetings, could be done using additional means.  The municipal meetings were all 
advertised in the local press. Many respondents commented on the fact that the municipality 
did not employ sufficient modes of publication of information such as meeting dates.   
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4.3.4 Hindrances to Participation 
 
It appears from the responses that participation with the municipality is hampered by the fact 
that community inputs are not sincerely incorporated in decision making. Participant 
perceptions are, for example, that “participation is about compliance only” and that “at present, 
there is no participation at all”. Respondents claimed that they experience that the municipality 
does not respond to issues raised by their organisations. One respondent says that “the 
problem is to get satisfactory response from the Council”.   
 
Respondents also indicate that the municipality does not do enough to enhance participation. 
The evidence, however, suggests that this is not necessarily directly attributed to the operation 
of the ward committee. In fact, neither of the conservancy chairpersons who were interviewed 
engages with the ward committee, and the fact that none of the questionnaire respondents 
indicated that they communicate environmental issues to the municipality through the ward 
councillor or the ward committee suggests that they do not perceive participation to be directly 
impacted by the ward committee.  However, the fact that the municipality views the ward 
committee as the conduit for communication with communities appears be a reason why the 
municipality does not respond to communications through other avenues. [Draft Knysna 
Municipality Community Participation Policy 2012]. This implies that the limiting impact that the 
ward committee has on the participation on sustainable development is indirect.  
 
4.4 Suggestions for Enhancing Participation through the Ward Committee 
 
The survey questionnaire as well as the interviews concluded with opportunities to gain 
respondent inputs on the enhancement of participation through ward committees. The 
overwhelming response was that there was a need for improved communication between 
conservancies and the Ward Councillor and Ward Committee as well as between the 
respective conservancies. Research participants also indicate that greater involvement among 
stakeholders may foster trust. Finally, the respondents suggested that communication 
technology should be employed to ensure convenient information sharing. 
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4.4.1 Communication  
 
The research results show that there is a need for improved communication among role 
players. Responses show that there is not only a lack of communication between the 
organisations and the municipality, there is also inadequate communication between the two 
community organisations. Participants considered improved communication between their 
organisations and the ward councillor and committee to be the key to improving participation 
through the ward committee. 
 
Participants stated that “there is a lack of response from the Municipality” on issues. All three 
the interviewed respondents identified that there was inadequate communication between the 
various role players in the ward. Various questionnaire respondents and one of the 
conservancy chairpersons also highlighted the fact that there was no real communication 
around common issues in the ward. Communication is limited to that which takes place among 
individual members and the periodic meetings of the Knysna Environmental Forum, where 
both organisations are represented. Knysna municipality is represented on this forum, but 
attendance is irregular and participants feel that issues are not taken forward effectively. 
Participation in environmental and sustainable development decision making requires a 
plurality of perspectives in order to encourage the behavioural change needed to adapt to 
changing circumstances. [Richards 2004]. 
 
4.4.2 Improved Participation Opportunities 
 
The respondents indicate that participation could be improved if their sector representative on 
the ward committee attended stakeholder group meetings in order to become familiar with the 
environmental issues in the ward and to raise matters in the ward committee. Some 
respondents also proposed that the ward committee representative and the councillor could 
have regular meetings with the various stakeholders. Some of the respondents recognised 
that, even though there is an environmental forum at which all the environmental stakeholders 
and authorities, including the municipality, are represented, it does not improve their interaction 
with the municipality. The responses also indicate that they anticipate that an improved 
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relationship, in particular with the ward councillor, will enhance participation and engender 
reciprocity and more satisfying responses to issues taken up with the municipality. Research 
data suggests, consistent with a social learning typology, that respondents regard participation 
to be possible only once information is readily disseminated, they are consulted on issues of 
environmental conservation concern and when there is a maturity in the participation 
relationship that fosters trust among participants. [Collins 2006]. 
 
4.4.3 Use of Technology 
 
Respondents also communicated that there is inefficient use of technology in communication 
from the municipality. Many respondents commented that electronic communication methods, 
such as e-mail, text messaging and geo mapping was underutilised as a communication tool. 
Several respondents have, for example, suggested the use of communication technology, 
such as e-mails, to share information and to connect stakeholders. They suggested distributing 
e-mail and other contact details of ward committee representative and the ward councillor to 
the different stakeholder groups. It was also suggested that stakeholders can also be informed 
of relevant meeting dates by various means such as text messages, e-mails and social media 
at minimal cost to the municipality.  
 
4.7 Conclusion 
 
The key limitation of the study was that the study was based on a relatively small sample 
representing only two selected community interest groups in only one area of public interest. A 
further, unanticipated limitation also occurred when one of the key role players had taken ill 
and had passed away during the course of the study. As a result, that point of view could not 
be analysed for the purposes of the study. Given these limitations, the findings of the study 
can, therefore, not be generalised as reflective of the views of all community participants in 
that particular area of interest. However, the findings are useful indicators of experiences of 
stakeholders in public participation around sustainable development issues in Ward 5. 
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The poor communication, lack of awareness of representative forums, and lack of trust and 
transparency that is highlighted by the research is particularly disconcerting in the light of the 
fact that the community organisations are conservancies. The formal nature of conservancies 
implies, firstly, that the members want to be recognised as stakeholders in matters affecting 
sustainable development in their area and, secondly, that cooperation between the entities and 
government authorities is explicitly required. It is therefore vital that the municipality, as a 
mandated authority, must improve the facilitation of participation with these organisations. 
[Systems Act section 4]. The next chapter concludes the study and makes recommendations 
based on the study findings of how the municipality can facilitate participation with the 
conservancies.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 
5.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter provides recommendations based on the research findings and the conclusions 
drawn in the literature review. These recommendations are for the improvement of the impact 
of ward committees on the conservancies.  
 
5.2 Recommendations 
 
Based on the research findings and the review of the literature, it is recommended that the 
municipality evolves spaces for participation, that it explores a social learning paradigm to 
participation and that it adopts a dynamic approach to communication. 
 
5.2.1 Evolved Participation Spaces 
 
The research shows a lack of understanding of their participation opportunities in the “provided 
space” of the ward committee system within Ward 5. The participants were nevertheless keen 
to explore participation in both provided and popular spaces. Participation could therefore be 
improved by evolving the spaces for participation. 
 
The research results show that there are two types of participative spaces. One is the 
“provided space” of the ward committee and the other is the “popular space” of the 
conservancies which community members have founded. The research further showed that 
participation in either “provided spaces” or “popular spaces” can be exclusionary and 
consequently ineffective. This is clear from, for example, the lack of awareness of available 
representative forums by the participants. The conservancies, operating in silos vis-à-vis each 
other and the municipality, have resulted in a lack of transparency leading to dissatisfaction 
with the responses from the municipality. The municipality, on its part, by focussing their 
resources and efforts on complying with the letter of the law in establishing ward committees 
without ensuring that the system encompasses all relevant stakeholders, can leave 
stakeholders and valuable knowledge and experience out of account in development planning. 
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The general critique articulated by Buccus, et al. that “invited spaces” created by government 
“have been largely ceremonial, on the periphery of core decision-making processes, and 
without bearing on the urgent issues of the moment”, is found to be true in the context of this 
study. [2011: 380]. 
 
The research respondents all communicated a desire for sharing the respective spaces for 
participation. The survey respondents and the conservancy chairpersons believe the 
participation could be improved if their representative on the ward committee attended 
stakeholder group meetings in order to become familiar with the environmental issues that 
concern them and to raise these issues for discussion in the ward committee. Regular 
meetings with the ward councillor were also proposed as a way to enhance participation with 
the ward committee. The ward councillor also recognised the limitation of the ward committee 
as a space for adequate interaction with all the relevant stakeholders and indicated a 
willingness to supplement existing platforms by meeting with the environmental stakeholders 
more regularly, as well as in a different forum. Researchers have identified from other studies 
that there could be positive outcomes from involving citizens to create new spaces for policy 
deliberation where government’s “invited spaces” and society’s “claimed spaces” come 
together. [Buccus, et al. 2011]. 
 
5.2.2 A “Social Learning” Participation Paradigm 
 
The findings suggest that respondents require participation around sustainable development 
issues through the ward committee to happen in a way that engenders trust. The current 
paradigm is seen to be static and non-transparent. The adoption of a different participation 
paradigm could contribute to enhanced participation through the ward committee. 
 
An analysis of the municipal policy framework for public participation shows that the current 
approach to participation in Knysna Municipality is one of ensuring that there is theoretical 
compliance with legislation prescripts, with little focus on whether this promotes robust 
participation. There is no stated strategic approach to participation and its importance for 
planning and sustainable development. The approach experienced by participants in this 
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research is one that lacks transparency and generates mistrust. The current paradigm also 
suggests that once participants have given inputs, power is ceded and they have no further 
control over decisions and outcomes on issues. A paradigm approach that recognises the 
conservancies as formally organised stakeholders is necessary. 
 
Other research data has shown that communities regard participation to be possible only once 
information is shared, they are consulted on issues of environmental conservation concern and 
when there is a maturity in the participation relationship that fosters trust among participants. 
[Collins, et al. 2006]. This is consistent with a “social learning” typology. Such relationships 
require constant interactions among stakeholder groups. Wenger, et al. have described such 
relationships as “communities of practice” where “participants share a concern, or a passion 
about a topic, and where these interactions deepen their knowledge and expertise in this 
area.” [2002: 4]. The conservancies, the ward councillor, the ward committee and other 
authorities constitute a “community of practice” with growing local knowledge on sustainable 
development issues in the ward. It is recommended that participants take cognisance of what 
they would like the participation relationship to be and to then adopt an approach to the 
development of the relationship that will produce the relationship that they want. This research 
did not investigate the attitude of the ward committee and municipality towards participation in 
the ward, but the research finding suggests that the conservancies and ward councillor would 
welcome a communication relationship informed by this paradigm. 
 
5.2.3 Participation Communication 
 
Participants all identified that improved communication could be one of the most effective ways 
of enhancing participation of the conservancies through the ward committee. 
 
The study shows that communication in relation to participation in the ward is static and ad 
hoc. The predominant criticism from study participants was that communication was 
insufficient and ineffective. This results in a lack of knowledge that informs development. There 
are limited ways in which the municipality publishes information and issues are addressed on 
an ad hoc basis, with the public only being informed of planning processes and issues that 
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affect them as and when it is necessary. Communication seems to be marred by factors such 
as low cost and far reaching electronic communication techniques being ignored by the 
municipality, and the municipality failing to respond adequately to issues raised by the 
conservancies. It is, however, not only the information dissemination on the part of the 
municipality that is limiting. The lack of knowledge of participants of who the ward councillor is, 
is also indicative of the limits on the part of participants. This is contrary to principles of 
participatory democracy.  
 
Existing static strategies of information dissemination could be supplemented with electronic 
and other media. Social learning is a knowledge-based paradigm that requires constant 
complex interactions and learning, that allows communities of practice to emerge. [Wenger 
2002; Richards, et al. 2004; Malena 2009]. It is therefore necessary that stakeholder 
understanding about an issue is consistently tested and informed through communication 
feedback loops. Similarly, the municipality could test the effectiveness of existing 
communication strategies and media used to share information. 
 
5.3 Conclusion 
 
It is not suggested that these recommendations are a panacea for the participation short-
comings in the ward. It may, however, be worthwhile to attempt to apply them to the 
participation relationship between the ward councilor, ward committee and the conservancies 
in the ward and contribute to their efforts to achieve development that is truly sustainable. 
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Appendix 2 – Survey Questionnaire 
 
Please mark the appropriate answer with an “x” 
 
1) Where do you live?  
 
Brenton/Belvidere  
Goukama/Buffalo Bay  
Rheenendal/Phantom/Homtini  
 
2) Do you know who represents environment/sustainability issues in your ward committee?  
 
Yes  No  
 
3) How frequently are meetings held by your ward councillor/committee to discuss sustainable development 
issues? 
 
Never  Once a year  Twice a year  More than twice a year  
 
4) How many meetings held by your ward councillor/committee to discuss sustainable development issues have 
you attended in the last year? 
 
None  One  Two  More than two  
 
5) When you want to give input about an environmental issue in your area, how do you communicate it to the 
municipality? 
(Please note: You may choose more than one answer) 
 
I make no inputs to the municipality  
I communicate with a municipal official  
I communicate with the ward councillor  
I communicate with the relevant ward committee representative  
Other (Please specify): ____________________________________________________________________  
 
6) How can participation between the conservancy and the ward councillor/committee on environmental 
sustainability in the ward be improved? 
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix 3 – Semi-structured Interview Questions 
 
Part A: Preliminary remarks and questions 
 
1) Confidentiality assurance 
2) Introduction of research topic 
3) Explanation of the interview process 
 
Part B: Research Questions 
 
1) What is your understanding of a ward councillor’s role in public participation? 
2) What is your perception of how that is achieved in your ward? 
3) What is your understanding of a ward committee’s role in public participation? 
4) What is your perception of how that is achieved in your ward? 
5) What are the current concerns/issues around sustainable development in your ward? 
6) Do you know how this is/was dealt with in your ward committee? 
7) How is your organisation represented on the ward committee in your ward?* 
8) How can the relationship/communication between the ward committee, the ward councillor 
and community organisations be enhanced? 
 
*(Question 7 is not applicable to the ward councillor.) 
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Addendum 4 – Language Editing 
 
